BEDE
The Dark Age continued for many centuries after Bede, and
so Bede, as generation followed generation, had few rivals to
fear in the West. George Sarton, in the first volume of his
mighty Introduction to the History of Science, gives the name of one
great man to each half-century of his survey, and, with some
hesitation, he names the first half of the eighth century after
Bede. This was my last chance,' he says, 'in this volume, of
giving a Christian title to a chapter.' Not till the great revival
which took place after the year 1100 does the West again begin
to take the lead. The two half-centuries before Bede, Sarton
names after two Chinese travellers. The seven half-centuries
after Bede, he names from seven sages of the Moslem world.
So that, during a period of 500 years, from A.D. 600 to A.D. 1100,
Bede is the only master mind of Christendom whom Sarton
thinks worthy of a supreme place.
But though Bede lived in what was, so far as Europe was
concerned, a dark age, there is nothing dark about him. In the
words of W. P. Ker, cBede has taken his place through simple
strength of mind and character':
He did not, in his reading or writing, go beyond the sources
or the models that were commonly accessible. For all that,
the impression he leaves is that of something different from
his age, an exceptional talent escaping from limitations and
hindrances. There is no period in the history of Britain or
of the English Church in which Bede is antiquated; in every
generation he speaks familiarly. The seventeenth century is
less intelligible to the eighteenth, the eighteenth century
more in opposition to the nineteenth, than Bede to any one
of them; his good sense is everywhere at home .. . The
reputation of Bede seems always to have been exempt from
the common rationalist criticism, and this although his books
are full of the things a Voltairian student objects to.1
Ker goes on to speak of matters where Bede is intolerant. Yet
he says:
Like Dr. Johnson's refusal to countenance a Presbyterian
church in Scotland, the severity of Bede has been taken
1 The Dark Ages, 1904, p. 141.